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PREFACE 


Tamil Nadu fishermen have been attacked, beaten, shot and sometimes killed by Sri 
Lankan Navy since the 1990s. What infuriate Tamil Nadu are not only Sri Lankan Navy 
actions but also Indian government doing nothing effective to stop it diplomatically, 
economically or militarily, irrespective of which political party was in power at the 
Indian central government. Tamil Nadu Chief Ministers M. Karunanidhi and J. 
Jayalalithaa have written dozens of letters to Indian Prime Ministers to put and end to the 
attacks. Prime Ministers Gujral, Vajpayee, Manmohan Singh and Narendra Modi have all 
promised effective action but the attacks continue with impunity. 

This book is a compilation of articles on “Killings of Tamil Nadu Fishermen in the Sea” 
published between 1997 and 2016. Even if you are reading this book 20 years or 50 years 
later, these articles will serve as a historical record with analysis. Also, underlying the 
killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen is the callous indifference of the Indian government 
towards the people of Tamil Nadu. Will that attitude change in 50 years? 

If Tamil Nadu were an independent country with its own navy, would it act to protect its 
fishermen? If Tamil Nadu were an independent country, would it use its economic and 
diplomatic resources to protect its fishermen? Why is not India using its military, 
diplomatic and economic resources to protect Tamil Nadu fishermen? Are Tamils the 
mere stepchildren of Bharat Mata (Mother India)? 

Will Indian government change its attitude? Or, would Tamil Nadu fishermen be forever 
without protection and at the mercy of the Sri Lankan Navy as an orphaned child? 
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1 . 

How Many Tamil Nadu Fishermen did Sri Lankan Navy Kill? 

(First Published: 2009-06; Updated 2017-05) 

Usha Ramanathan 

I have been writing for over a decade about Sri Lankan Navy shooting and killing 
Tamilnadu fishermen. How many fishermen have been killed? I have read various 
numbers from various quarters. Some people have a vested interest in minimizing the 
number and some have a vested interest in maximizing the number. Those in power in 
New Delhi at the Indian central government and political parties and leaders allied with 
them try to downplay the number. Those opposed to them try to overplay the numbers. In 
my opinion, the best source is established newspapers not allied with any political party. 

I present here the death toll reported by Dinamani. This is one of the oldest Tamil 
newspapers with a large subscription base. It was founded in 1933. It is presently owned 
by Express Madurai Limited that also publishes the English daily “The New Indian 
Express” that is published from 22 locations in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, 
Kerala and Orissa. As of this time, to the best of my knowledge, Express Madurai 
Limited or The New Indian Express or Dinamani is not owned by or affiliated with any 
political party. 

July 16, 2008 issue of Dinamani stated that Sri Lankan navy had shot and killed over 250 
Tamil Nadu fishermen just in the past 2 years. 

Indian government however gives a much lower number. Indian Defense Minister said in 
2007 that Sri Lankan navy had shot and killed 77 Tamil Nadu fishermen between 1991 
and mid April 2007. Indian government, of course, has a vested interest in downplaying 
the numbers because it is doing nothing effective to stop these murders in the sea. 

Former Tamil Nadu Chief Minister and President of DMK, which was a member of the 
ruling coalition at the Indian central government, told reporters on August 20, 2012, 
"Between 1991 and 2011 there were 167 attacks on Tamil fishermen in which 85 persons 
were killed and 180 injured" (The Hindu; August 21, 2012). Most likely he got the 
information from the Indian government and this may be an update to the information the 
Indian Defense Minister provided in 2007 (see previous paragraph). 

Some others put the death toll much too higher. Asia Time Online reported on February 
23, 2011 that, "Over the years, around 400 fishermen have lost their lives, over 2,000 
have been injured and about 90 have gone missing". Asia Time Online did not specify the 
time frame of these 400 deaths. There were newspaper reports of killings in the 1990s 
and if Asia Time Online included the deaths from all those years is not clear. 

Even if we are to take the Indian government count of 77 (1991 to April 2007), that is too 
many killings. 
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2 . 

Who is Killing Tamil Nadu Fishermen and Where? 

(First Published: 2012-05) 


Usha Ramanathan 
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1. Introduction 

Tamil Nadu (India) fishermen are being killed in the sea for the past two decades or so. 
Who is killing them and where in the sea are they killed? 

In every one of these killings the surviving fishermen say that it was the Sri Fankan Navy 
that attacked and killed them. In case of the non-fatal attacks that did not involve guns, 
the fishermen again say that the Sri Fankan Navy was responsible except for about a 
dozen of these attacks out of the hundreds. In these few exceptions they say that it was 
Sri Fankan fishermen who attacked them. 

As stated in the previous paragraph, there were hundreds of attacks during the past two 
decades. We restrict our attention to last year only (that is, Year 2011 only) in this article 
because discussing incidents of the past two decades would be time consuming and very 
lengthy. Hereon our discussion is limited to the Year 2011 only. 

2. Where were the Tamil Nadu Fishermen Attacked/Killed? 

Where were the Tamil Nadu fishermen killed or injured? Is it on the Indian side of the 
International Maritime Boundary Fine (IMBF) or on the Sri Fankan side? Actually it 
does not matter which side of the IMBF they are fishing? Even if Tamil Nadu fishermen 
were fishing in Sri Fankan waters, Sri Fankan Navy has no right to attack or kill them. 
The navy can arrest and prosecute them. That is what the Indian Navy and Coast Guards 
do when Sri Fankan fishermen enter Indian waters. That is what almost every country 





does. Have you heard of French and British navies killing each other's fishermen? Have 
you ever heard of American and Canadian navies killing each other's fishermen? 

Actually the Sri Lankan Government agrees that Tamil Nadu fishermen should not be 
attacked on the Sri Lankan side or Indian side of the IMBL. For example, on January 13, 
2011, Sri Lankan High Commissioner to India, Prasad Kariyawasam, said that the Sri 
Lankan Navy is under strict orders never to fire at fishermen even if they cross the 
international boundary line towards Sri Lanka. Another example. At the end of Indian 
Foreign Secretary Nirupama Rao's visit to Sri Lanka on January 31, the two countries 
issued a joint statement that said that India and Sri Lanka agreed that use of force could 
nnot be justified under any circumstances. One more example: India-Sri Lanka Joint 
Working Group on Fisheries held its third meeting in New Delhi (India) on March 28-29, 
2011. At the end of the meetings both countries issued a joint statement that said, "The 
use of force cannot be justified under any circumstances". 

So the question of whether Tamil Nadu fishermen were attacked/killed on Sri Lankan 
waters or Indian waters is mute. Everyone seem to agree that Tamil Nadu fishermen 
should not be attacked/killed even on the Sri Lankan side of the International Maritime 
Boundary L ine (IMBL). 

3. Who was Killing Tamil Nadu Fishermen? 

3.1 Sri Lankan Navy? 

In every case of attack in the year under discussion (2011), Sri Lanka says that its navy 
did not kill Tamil Nadu fishermen but Tamil Nadu fishermen point the finger at the Sri 
Lankan Navy in every one of those killings. Sri Lanka had denied killings in past years 
also. I do not know if it admitted to killing ever in all these years of killings. We present 
here two examples of Sri Lankan denials in 2011. 

Veerapandian (age 25), a native of Chinnakudi village near Tarangampadi in 
Nagapattinam district, was fishing with other fishermen in a mechanized boat on January 
12, 2011. According to the fishermen, a Sri Lanka navy vessel intercepted the boat and 
ordered the fishermen to jump into the sea. While the other fishermen did so 
immediately, Veerapandian was removing his clothes before jumping and the Sri Lankan 
Navy shot and killed him. The surviving fishermen reported the incident to local officials 
and there was uproar in Tamil Nadu. When asked about the killing, Sri Lankan Navy 
spokesman Captain Athula Senarth said, "No such incident had been reported (by the Sri 
Lankan navy)." 

Ten days after the January 12 killing, on January 22, 2011, one fisherman was killed and 
two injured in the sea. Navy spokesman Captain Athula Senarath said, ""Our patrol crafts 
operating off the northern coast have nothing to do with this reported incident." 


About a month later, in February 2011, Sri Lankan External Affairs Minister G L Peiris 
also said that Sri Lankan Navy did not attack or kill the Tamil Nadu fishermen in the two 



January 2011 incidents. He said, "The Sri lankan Navy's non-presence at the two 
locations where the two shooting incidents of Indian fishermen had been proved in the Sri 
Lankan investigations." 

We know that Tamil Nadu fishermen have been killed in the sea; dead bodies have been 
brought back to Tamil Nadu. If the Sri Lankan Navy is not killing them, who? 

3.2 Indian Navy or Coast Guard? 

The only navies operating in the seas between India and Sri Lanka where the fishermen 
are attacked/killed are Indian and Sri Lankan. If it is not the Sri Lankan, is it Indian Navy 
or Coastguard? Actually no one is accusing the Indian navy or coastguard. Fishermen 
never identified the Indian navy or coastguard. 

Our criticism of the Indian navy/coastguard is not that they kill Tamil Nadu fishermen 
but that they are not protecting them. I have discussed this in more detail in other 
chapters and I would not repeat it here (for example, in Chapter 9, 10). 

3.3 Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)? 

Sri Lankan military fought bloody battles with the minority Tamil rebels, the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), for decades. LTTE did have a powerful navy that fought 
the Sri Lankan Navy many a times. So the Sri Lankan government conveniently blamed 
LTTE for attacks on Tamil Nadu fishermen. The problem with "LTTE did it" excuse was 
that, in the hundreds of attacks, the fishermen never identified LTTE as the attacker. 

Also, LTTE was defeated and decimated in May 2009. No one, neither India nor Sri 
Lanka, claim that LTTE navy exists after May 2009. But the killings of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen continue. Dead men/women do not kill! So the "LTTE did it" excuse does not 
work. So the Sri Lankan government was looking for another scapegoat. 

3.4 Some Unidentified Group? 

With no LTTE bogeyman to blame after the demise of LTTE Navy (Tiger Navy), Sri 
Lanka blamed some unidentified group. After the killing of a Tamilnadu fisherman on 
January 22, 2011 (as discussed in Section 3.1 of this article), Sri Lankan Navy 
spokesman Athula Senarth said on January 24, 2011, "There may be some elements 
involved in trying to tarnish the good relations we (India and Sri Lanka) have." No one, 
neither the Sri Lankan Navy, Indian Navy/Coastguard nor Tamil Nadu fishermen, has 
ever seen an armed group operating in the seas between India and Sri Lanka after the 
demise of LTTE in May 2009. 

3.5 Sri Lankan Lishermen? 

With no LTTE to blame and no one believing on "some unidentified group", a new 
group, so far not implicated in the attacks, showed up on the scene. 



With the killings of the two Tamil Nadu fishermen in January 2011 (as discussed in 
Section 3.1 of this article) pressure was building on Sri Lanka to explain who else could 
it be, if not its navy? As discussed in Section 3.4, no one accepted Sri Lankan Navy's 
explanation of an unidentified group. Then, all of a sudden, on the very next month 
(February 2011), groups of Sri Lankan fishermen attacked and injured Tamil Nadu 
fishermen; no guns were involved and no one was killed. These Sri Lankan fishermen 
attacks happened three times in February 2011. Similar attacks happened in August, 
September and October 2011 also. 

Is it just a coincidence these attacks happened the month after two Tamil Nadu fishermen 
killings and the Sri Lankan government running out of excuses to explain that its navy 
was not responsible for the killings? Or, did the Sri Lankan Navy planned and organized 
these attacks? It is noteworthy that, on the first attack in February, the attacked Tamil 
Nadu fishermen reported that they saw Sri Lankan Navy ships close to where they were 
attacked. Tamil Nadu fishermen saw Sri Lankan navy ship during the second attack in 
February also. If Tamil Nadu fishermen could see the navy ship, surely Sri Lankan navy 
personnel could see their fishermen attacking Tamil Nadu fishermen. Even if we are to 
assume, for the sake of argument, that Sri Lankan government and navy did not organize 
these attacks, they have the responsibility to stop those attacks, arrest the culprits and 
prevent future attacks. None of these happened. 

We point one more thing. Tamil Nadu fishermen clearly identified the attackers as Sri 
Lankan fishermen in these attacks. This shows that they know how differentiate between 
Sri Lankan navy and others, and so their identification of the navy in the other attacks 
should be correct. 

4. Concluding Remarks 

Where were the Tamil Nadu fishermen killed in the sea? We agree with the Indian 
Government that most of the killings could have taken place on the Sri Lankan side of the 
International Maritime Boundary Line (IMBL). However that does not justify the 
killings. Only legitimate recourse for the Sri Lankan Navy is to arrest the fishermen and 
prosecute them in Sri Lankan courts. Both the Indian and Sri Lankan governments agree 
with us on this as indicated in joint statements they have issued (Section 2 of this article). 
Actually, where the Tamil Nadu fishermen were killed is a mute question because the Sri 
Lankan government denies its navy attacking the fishermen on the Indian or Sri Lankan 
side of the IMBL. 

If not the Sri Lankan Navy, who is killing Tamil Nadu fishermen? Our analysis (Section 
3) shows that it is the Sri Lankan navy and Sri Lankan navy only that is killing Tamil 
Nadu fishermen. 

Footnote: There were earlier attempts to deflect attention from the Sri Lankan Navy and 
find some other scapegoat. See Chapters 8 and 14. 
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3 . 


Chief Minister Jayalalithaa's Harsh Criticism of Indian Government 

(First Published: 2011-12) 


Usha Ramanathan 

Sri Lankan Navy has attacked Tamil Nadu fishermen hundreds of times during the past 
quarter of a century. It had killed scores of fishermen and injured more. Yet, Indian 
government has not done anything effective to stop it. India has not even condemned Sri 
Lanka for fear of "alienating it". There is a feeling among some Tamils that Tamil Nadu 
fishermen are getting a step-motherly treatment from India, when compared to how India 
protects its citizens in the north. Former Paattaali Makkal Katchi (PMK) leader Professor 
Theeran said in August 1998, "When 20 Kashmiri Pandits were killed by the Pakistani 
army, India immediately retaliated by killing several Pakistani soldiers. Why was the 
same yardstick not used in protecting Tamil Nadu fishermen?" When lesser-known 
politicians like Professor Theeran point out India's step-motherly actions, they are 
dismissed as anti-Indian. 

Now, in October 2011, a top, mainline political leader, whose allegiance to India is solid, 
has pointed out the indifferent treatment Tamilnadu fishermen are getting from the Indian 
government. This is what Tamil Nadu Chief Minister has told Indian Foreign Secretary: 
"Incidents of apprehension and assault of fishermen belonging to Tamil Nadu by the Sri 
Lankan navy should be viewed not as an assault on Tamil fishermen, but as an assault on 
Indian citizens and should be viewed as an act of provocation and aggression against 
India by Sri Lanka, similar to firing across the borders of India by neighbours such as 
Pakistan and China" (Times of India, October 10, 2011). 

Then the Chief Minister wrote to Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh reiterating the 
point. She wrote, "The harassment of Tamil fishermen should be viewed as an act of 
provocation and aggression against India by Sri Lanka, similar to acts of firing across the 
border by Pakistan and China". (IBNLive.com; October 12, 2011) 

In her address to the National Development Council on October 22, 2011, Chief Minister 
Jayalalithaa again brought the discriminatory treatment of Tamilnadu fishermen. She 
said, “Even attacks on fishermen belonging to Tamil Nadu in the Palk Bay by Sri La nk a 
are not looked upon as acts of aggression against India. This issue is merely looked upon 
as a minor problem concerning Tamil Nadu alone. The Centre seems to think that the 
lives of fishermen belonging to Tamil Nadu are worthless and do not call for any potent 
action.” (The Hindu; October 22, 2011) 

India acts decisively whenever there is a firing across its land borders in the north, it has 
also acted decisively when Pakistan shot and killed a north Indian fisherman in the sea 
(The Hindu, February 17, 2006). India warned Pakistan sternly and Pakistan got the 
message. There were no more shootings in the northern seas. Total Pakistani killings of 
north Indian fishermen over the decades is one, compared to scores of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen killed by Sri Lankan Navy*. Instead of warning Sri Lanka against shooting and 



attacking our fishermen, Indian government officials downplay the hundreds of deaths of 
Tamil Nadu fishermen [Chapter 6] and also "justify" the shootings [Chapter 5]. I hope 
that Indian Government would listen to Chief Minister Jayalalithaa's request and treat 
attacks of Tamil Nadu fishermen as acts of "provocation and aggression against India by 
Sri Lanka". (* - a discussion of the number of fishermen killed may be found in 
Reference 1.) 

May be, in the eyes of Hindi-dominated Indian Government, Tamil Nadu fishermen are 
expendable third class citizens compared to the first-class citizens of Hindi states. Are 
Tamil Nadu fishermen merely the stepchildren of Bharat Matha (Mother India)? 

Back to Table of Contents or Scroll down for the next chapter 



4 . 

Naam Tamilar Founder Seeman on Indian/Tamil Nationalism and 
Tamil Nadu Fishermen Killings 

(First Published: 2011-06) 


Usha Ramanathan 

Sri Lankan Navy is attacking, shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen for over a 
decade. Scores of fishermen have been killed, many more injured and millions of Rupees 
worth of boats and fishing equipment damaged [Chapter 1], Indian government is 
refusing to stop it in spite of repeated requests from Tamil Nadu State government. S. 
Seeman's statement below is about this situation. Mr. Seeman is founder of the 
organization "Naam Tamilar" (We Tamils). 

"Had the Indian government considered the dead Tamil Nadu fishermen as Indian 
fishermen and went to war with the Sri Lankan military, Indian nationalism would have 
risen there. Since the Indian government did not even cry at their funeral, there arose 
Tamil nationalism where the Tamil Nadu fishermen died." - From "Naam Tamilar" 
organization founder S. Seeman's speech at a public meeting in Rameswaram in 2009. 

(Though Mr. Seeman talks of going to war with Sri Lanka, no military action would be 
necessary; India could bring on Sri Lanka diplomatic and economic pressure to end the 
attacks on the fishermen. Instead, Indian government is making excuses and even 
justifying Sri Lankan Navy attacks [Chapter 5]. Sri Lanka has no incentive or fear to end 
the attacks.) 
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5 . 

Indian Government "Justifies" Sri Lankan Navy Killing Tamil Nadu 

Fishermen 

(First Published: 2008-12; Updated 2017-03) 


Usha Ramanathan 

Sri Lankan Navy has been attacking, shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen for well 
over a decade. At least 77 have been killed [Chapter 1] and many more injured. Attacks, 
shootings and killings continue in spite of repeated pleas from Tamil Nadu State chief 
ministers to the Indian government and promises from Indian prime ministers. Now 
senior Indian government officials "justify" and downplay the killings of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen. In this article we present quotes from statements by a Indian Navy 
Commodore, a Navy Vice-Admiral, National Security Advisor, External Affairs Minister 
(Foreign Minister) and Prime Minister. 

1. Indian Navy Commodore P. E. Van Halteren 

Indian Navy Commodore P. E. Van Halteren said in July 2008 that Sri Lankan Navy 
shootings/killings of Tamilnadu fishermen may be taking place when the fishermen sail 
too close to Sri Lankan maritime boundary. 

Our Response: Is the Commodore justifying the murder of at least 77 Tamil Nadu 
fishermen [Reference 1] because our fishermen went too close to the International 
Maritime Boundary Line (IMBL) or even cross that boundary? We know there is a civil 
war between majority Sinhalese and minority Tamils in Sri Lanka. That does not justify 
the killings of Tamil fishermen from the neighboring country. In February 2006 Indian 
Government registered diplomatic protest to Pakistan as soon as Pakistan Navy killed one 
north Indian fisherman (not 77, not 7, not 2, just one). No Indian Navy Commodore 
justified that killing on the assumption that that north Indian fisherman might have went 
too close to Pakistani maritime boundary. 

Commodore Helteren added, "Our duty is to just check whether any boats or ships are 
involved in illegal activities. However, as an extra effort, we always warn our fishermen 
whenever they are very close to the boundary area." 

Our Response: We disagree. Indian military's primary duty is to protect Indian citizens. 
May be the Commodore thinks that Tamils and other South Indians are second-class 
citizens not deserving Indian Navy protection. 

The Commodore makes it seem as if helping Tamilnadu fishermen is an extra effort he is 
providing as a favor to us. No. Protecting Tamil Nadu fishermen is his duty. We, along 
with other states, are paying his salary through taxes. It is our taxes that are paying for 
Navy warships. 



Sri Lankan Navy has killed Tamil Nadu fishermen many dozens of times near 
Kachchativu where we have the right to go. In October 1999, Sri Lankan Navy came all 
the way to Tamil Nadu coast near Rameswaram and shot at and damaged houses. Are 
they not illegal activities? Where were the Indian Navy and Coastguard? 

Commodore Helteren further added, "Sri Lankan Navy never crosses into our territory." 

Our Response: How is he so certain of it? Does the Indian Navy has independent means 
of knowing if any Sri Lankan Navy ship crosses the International Maritime Boundary 
Line (IMBL)? If that is the case, Indian Navy should also know if any Tamil Nadu 
fishermen cross the IMBL into Sri Lankan territory. If that is the case why was the Indian 
Navy not turning the fishermen back into our territory? Truth of the matter is, Indian 
Navy does not know if Sri Lankan Navy ships enter into Indian waters. The commodore 
whose is paycheck comes from TamilNadu taxes simply wants to absolve the Sri Lankan 
Navy and justify the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen. Commodore Helteren owes an 
explanation how he could say that Sri Lankan Navy never cross into our territory. 

Also, Indian Government told Tamil Nadu Government and fishermen in 1974 that the 
latter has the right to go to Kachchativu. Now any fisherman venturing near Kachchativu 
is shot at (and sometimes killed). Does the commodore has anything to say about that? 

2. Indian Government External Affairs Minister S. M. Krishna 

Two years after Indian Navy Commodore P. E. Van Halteren's statement, on August 11, 
2010, India's External Affairs Minister S. M. Krishna told the Upper House of the Indian 
Parliament (Rajya Sabha), "Government of India intends to give a protective cover to 
fishermen as long as they do not stray into Sri Lankan water." Unsaid, but implied, is that 
the Indian Navy and Coast Guard would not protect Tamil Nadu fishermen if they go into 
Sri Lankan waters. All that the Sri Lankan Navy has to say is that it attacked the 
fishermen in Sri Lankan waters. There are, and never would be, any third-party witnesses 
to the attacks in mid-sea (other than Sri Lankan Navy personnel and Tamil Nadu 
fishermen). 

Also, the Indian External Affairs Minister seems to justify the violent attacks (including 
hundreds of killings) if they happened in Sri Lankan waters. If I go into my neighbor's 
property and pick a mango, does my neighbor have the right to beat me up or even kill 
me? Absolutely not. He may call the police and have me arrested. If he beats me, he 
would be the one police would arrest. If he kills me, he would be the one who would 
spend long years in prison. We would have no complaint if the Sri Lankan Navy arrests 
the fishermen and puts them on trial in Sri Lanka. When Sri Lankan fishermen stray into 
Indian waters, Indian Navy and Coast Guard arrest them. That is the right thing to do. 

Indian External Affairs Minister S M Krishna's implicit justification of Sri Lankan 
attacks on our fishermen in Sri Lankan waters (even if it is true) is deplorable. As we 
stated in Section 1 of this article, when Pakistani Navy killed a North Indian fisherman in 
Lebruary 2006, Indian Government acted immediately and registered diplomatic protest 



to Pakistan. That killing was not justified on the grounds that the north Indian fisherman 
was killed in Pakistani waters. No one asked Pakistan if the attack took place in Indian 
waters or Pakistani waters. 

You will also notice that there is no criticism of Sri Lankan Navy either in Commodore 
Van Halteren's remarks or in External Affairs Minister Krishna's statement. These 
statements are signaling Sri Lankan Government that they have no need to fear Indian 
retaliation, financially, diplomatically or militarily. All that the Sri Lankan Navy has to 
say is that the attack took place on their side of the International Maritime Boundary Line 
(IMBL). 

Since their own Indian government refuses to protect them and throws them at the mercy 
of Sri Lankan Navy, may God give a merciful heart to Sri Lankan naval officers. This is 
the prayer of this daughter of a fisherman. 

3. Indian Navy Vice-Admiral K N Sushil 

A little over three months after India's External Affairs Minister S. M. Krishna's 
"justification" of Sri Lankan Navy attacking Tamilnadu fishermen, Indian Navy Vice- 
Admiral K N Sushil (Llag Officer Commanding in Chief, Southern Naval Command) 
also justified the attacks. We present here his statement to reporters in Coimbatore on 
October 21, 2010, and our response. 

Vice-Admiral K N Sushil said, "When fishermen straying into Sri Lankan area are 
stopped by the Sri Lankan Navy, they start running out of fear of being caught, leading to 
suspicion. As there was reported movement of Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelem (LTTE) 
cadre in the sea, the Sri Lankan Naval force has no other option, but to fire, as per the job 
given to them, for that matter any force." 

Our Response: This is an outrageous statement by Vice-Admiral K N Sushil. He is 
justifying the attacks as the Sri Lankan Navy doing its job. Also he is painting a scenario 
that is entirely different from what is happening. Let me explain. Here are some reports 
of the attacks from mainstream news sources. Thinathanthi: Lebruary 1, Lebruary 10, 
Lebruary 19, April 7, April 12, July 16, September 22, October 4, November 1, 

November 3, November 4. Daily News and Analysis: March 28, May 9, July 6. The 
Hindu: July 9. All are from the year 2010. (Thinathanthi is a daily Tamil newspaper in 
publication for over half a century. It has the largest circulation of any Tamil newspaper. 
Daily News and Analysis is a news website published by Diligent Media Corporation, a 
joint venture of two major media companies Dainik Bhaskar Group and Zee Group. 
Dainik Bhaskar Group publishes the Hindi daily Dainik Bhaskar and Gujarati daily Divya 
Bhaskar. Zee Group owns Zee TV that is seen in 120 countries. The Hindu is an English 
language newspaper published from Chennai for more than 50 years.) 

Once we read theses news reports of several attacks during 2010, we see that the general 
mode of attack is the same in each of these incidents. Sri Lankan Navy surrounds or 
comes close to fishing boats of Tamilnadu fishermen. Then shoot at them or board 



fishermen's boats and beat them. These are not cases of shooting at fleeing/escaping 
fishermen as Vice-Admiral K N Sushil said. The fishermen have been surrounded and Sri 
Lankan Navy personnel have boarded the boats. What is the need or rationale for beating, 
robbing and destroying property? If they suspect the fishermen to be LTTE, the proper 
thing to do is take them into custody, file charges in Sri Lanka and inform India that 
fishermen claiming to be Indian citizens are in their custody. That is what the Indian 
Government and senior officials like Vice-Admiral K N Sushil should demand. Instead 
they are justifying Sri Lankan Navy's attacks on our fishermen. I have to again bring up 
the 2006 Pakistani Navy incident mentioned in Reference 1. Indian government or senior 
Indian navy commanders did not justify that Pakistan was shooting at fleeing north 
Indian fisherman suspecting him to be a terrorist. Instead India said that what Pakistan 
did was wrong. Why a different tune when the fishermen killed are from south India? 

Here is another incident reported in the February 19, 2010 issue of Thinathanthi. Tamil 
men working on Indian Government's Sethusamudram Canal Project were attacked by Sri 
Lankan Navy in the sea. The men showed Indian government documents that they were 
working on the Sethusamudram Canal Project. Naval personnel threw those documents in 
the sea and beat them up more. Mr. Vice-Admiral, how would you justify this act? 

4. National Security Advisor Shivshankar Menon 

Vaiko is the General-Secretary of a Tamil Nadu political Party First Published: 
Marumalarchi Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (MDMK). He met Indian Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh on January 22, 2011 and complained to him that the Indian Navy and 
Coast Guard are not protecting Tamil Nadu fishermen from Sri Fankan Navy attacks. 
Indian National Security Adviser (NSA) Shivshankar Menon, who was present at the 
meeting, told Vaiko that the Sri Fankan Navy may be firing at the fishermen because they 
crossed the international maritime boundary line (IMBF) into Sri Fankan waters. To 
which Vaiko responded, “Even if they cross the territorial waters, there was no reason for 
killing.’’ [In several of my earlier articles I had said the same thing that Sri Lanka has no 
right to shoot or otherwise attack our fishermen even if they cross into Sri Lankan waters. 
Many others have also said this before—even before my articles.] You see what is 
happening? India's National Security Adviser is justifying Sri Lankan Navy actions 
instead of saying that it has no right to attack our fishermen. When India's National 
Security Adviser justifies the attacks, why would Sri Lanka stop the attacks? Indian 
government's attitude is the underlying reason for the continued killings of our fishermen. 

5. Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 

On this same January 22, 2011 meeting with Vaiko, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
did not condemn the killings either. Instead he downplayed the killings. He told Vaiko 
that Pakistan had also arrested Gujarati (north Indian) fishermen. Vaiko pointed out that 
Pakistan did not shoot at them (Actually there was one instance of shooting in which a 
Gujarati fisherman was killed and Indian External Affairs Ministry immediately called 
Pakistan's Deputy High Commissioner to the ministry and registered a protest. No one 
said that the Gujarati fisherman might have crossed the IMBF into Pakistani waters. No 



one said that Sri Lanka has killed so many Tamil Nadu fishermen, so this one Pakistan 
killing is not a big deal. Pakistan understood that India was taking the matter seriously 
and would not tolerate further killings. In case of Sri Lanka and Tamil Nadu fishermen, 
everyone from senior Navy commanders, National Security Adviser (NSA), external 
affairs minister and the prime minister are justifying or downplaying Sri Lankan Navy 
killings. So Sri Lanka takes it that India is not taking the killings seriously and continues 
with the attacks with impunity. 

Finally the Prime Minister assured Vaiko that India would take up the issue with Sri 
Lanka SERIOUSLY to ensure that such attacks were not repeated. Sri Lankan Navy is 
attacking Tamil Nadu fishermen for over two decades and has killed at the least 77 
fishermen [Reference 1]. Why was the issue not taken up SERIOUSLY so far? Is Tamil 
blood cheap? 
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1. Introduction 

Sri Lankan Navy has been attacking, shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen in the 
sea for many years.Scores have been killed and many more injured. Successive Tamil 
Nadu State chief ministers have pleaded to Indian government to stop these attacked. 
Indian Prime Ministers have routinely assured that there would be no more attacks but 
they continue. India had done nothing effective to stop them. Opposition politicians and 
even its allies in Tamilnadu wanted to discuss the issue in the Indian parliament. India's 
External Affairs Minister Mr. S. M. Krishna made two statements about the issue, one on 
August 4 and another about three weeks later on August 26, 2011. 

What is appalling is the half-truths that the External Affairs Minister presented and how 
he downplayed the whole thing. Nowhere in the two carefully worded statements were 
any criticism or condemnation of Sri Lanka for killing Indian citizens. (Read the 
statements carefully. There is no criticism or condemnation.) In fact the August 4, 2011 
statement does not mention any deaths or shootings at all; instead it talks of arrests, 
harassment and use of force. Why not tell the parliament that Tamil Nadu fishermen were 
injured and killed in these incidents of "harassment" and "use of force"? In the following 
days there was some criticism about the External Affairs Minister not mentioning the 
deaths. 

So External Affairs Minister S. M. Krishna mentioned the deaths in his August 26, 2011 
statement. Instead of telling the parliament that there were scores of deaths of Tamil 
Nadu fishermen over the years, he said that there were 5 deaths in 2008 and 6 in 2011, 
giving the impression that about a dozen fishermen died instead of the total figure 





running into the hundreds. Another important thing to note is that the External Affairs 
Minister did not say that they were killed but said that they died (as if they died in some 
accident). The truth of the matter is that Sri Lankan Navy attacked and killed these 
unarmed Indian citizens. There are hundreds of eyewitness reports from surviving Tamil 
Nadu fishermen that Sri Lankan Navy men attacked and killed their fellow fishermen. 

The Indian External Affairs Minister conveniently, cunningly and cleverly hides the fact 
that neighboring Sri Lankan Navy has killed hundreds of its citizens in the sea. 

Why is the Indian Government not doing anything effective to stop the killings of its 
citizens? I believe that the northern Hindi dominated Indian government feels that Tamil 
Nadu fishermen are acceptable sacrifices in order to keep a "friendly" relationship with 
its southern neighbor Sri Lanka, lest it gets even closer to India's enemies in the north— 
China and Pakistan. It may be acceptable to northern-Hindi dominated Indian 
government to sacrifice its Tamil citizens for the protection of the north from its northern 
enemies, but it is not acceptable to us. 

After her pleas to the Indian Government to protect Tamil Nadu fishermen did not bring 
any effective action, Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, Ms. Jayalalithaa Jeyaram, expressed 
her concern at the National Development Council Meeting. In her address to the National 
Development Council on October 22, 2011, she said, “Even attacks on fishermen 
belonging to Tamil Nadu in the Palk Bay by Sri Lanka are not looked upon as acts of 
aggression against India. This issue is merely looked upon as a minor problem 
concerning Tamil Nadu alone. The Centre seems to think that the lives of fishermen 
belonging to Tamil Nadu are worthless and do not call for any potent action.” (The Hindu 
newspaper online edition; October 22, 2011) 

We present in Section 2 and 3 excerpts from External Affairs Minister's statement to the 
parliament and our commentary. 

2. External Affairs Minister S. M. Krishna's Statement to the Indian parliament on 
August 4, 2011 

External Affairs Minister of India, Mr. S. M. Krishna, made a Suo Moto Statement at the 
Indian parliament on August 4, 2011, about the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen by Sri 
Lankan Navy. Here are some excerpts from the statement, along with my comments. 

2.1 

External Affairs Minister : "There have been reports of incidents of attacks on Indian 
fishermen, allegedly by the Sri Lankan Navy... The Sri Lankan side, while denying that 
their Navy was involved, has promised to seriously investigate these incidents." 

Our Comment: If someone not familiar with the issue were to read it, in fact many 
Indians outside of Tamil Nadu are unfamiliar with the issue, they would not know that 
the attacks include hundreds of shootings resulting in scores of deaths and many more 
injuries. 



The Indian External Affairs Minister calls them "allegedly by Sri Lankan Navy" and goes 
on to add later that Sri Lanka denies these attacks. If it is not the Sri Lankan Navy, is it 
the Indian Navy? Both Sri Lanka and India used to say that it might be the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), although surviving fishermen had told Indian authorities 
repeatedly that it was the Srti Lankan Navy that shot at them. After LTTE was wiped out 
in May 2009, there are only two navies operating in the areas where Tamil Nadu 
fishermen were attacked, shot and killed—The Sri Lankan Navy and the Indian Navy. 
Which one is it? Is the External Affairs Minister pointing his finger at the Indian Navy? I 
suppose not. Then it can only be the Sri Lankan Navy. 

We also want to point out what the Indian External Affairs Ministry said when the 
Pakistan Maritime Security Agency shot and killed a north Indian fisherman. This is what 
The Hindu newspaper reported on Lebruary 17, 2006: "India has lodged a protest with 
Pakistan following the death of a fisherman, Shantilal Mangal (21), who was "killed in 
firing" by the Pakistan Maritime Security Agency on Monday, the External Affairs 
Ministry spokesman said." There is no "allegedly by Pakistan". Why use "allegedly by 
Sri Lanka" when Tamil Nadu fishermen were killed? Indian Government came to the 
conclusion that it was Pakistan based on eyewitness statements of the surviving north 
Indian fishermen and the fact that only Pakistani and Indian military vessels operate in 
that area. Then why this doubt about eyewitness statements of hundreds of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen over hundreds of incidents of shootings over the years? Why this disparity? 
Why this discrimination? 

2.2 

External Affairs Minister: "In the Joint Press Release issued in May 2011, India and Sri 
Lanka agreed that the use of force could not be justified under any circumstances and that 
all fishermen should be treated in a humane manner." 

Our Comment: The Indian External Affairs Minister seems to tell the parliament that 
India and Sri Lanka have resolved the issue and there would be no more "force" on 
Tamilnadu fishermen. What Minister Krishna hid from parliament is that Sri Lanka had 
used force after this May Joint Press Release, during the period between the press release 
in May 2011 and Krishna's statement in parliament on August 4, 2011. Here is a news 
item. 

Lishermen complained to Tamil Nadu police that Sri Lankan Navy personnel who came 
in 7 boats, two of the boats fitted with machine guns and the personnel armed with guns, 
whipped them with a rope, and took away their catch and GPS equipment. Thirty 
fishermen were injured in this incident (The Hindu newspaper website, July 28, 2011). Is 
this not "use of force"? Why did the External Affairs Minister who told the members of 
parliament of the May Joint Press Release, hid from them that Sri Lanka had already 
violated the agreement? 


2.3 



External Affairs Minister: "We [Indian Government] have emphasized that there is no 
justification for the use of force against our fishermen even though almost all instances of 
arrest and harassment of our fishermen seem to have occurred in Sri Lankan waters." 

Our Comment: I agree that most (may be almost all) incidents took place in Sri Lankan 
waters. I also agree with the Indian External Affairs Minister that there is no justification 
for Sri Lankan attacks even in their waters. The point I want to make here is different. 
Read the statement again. External Affairs Minister Krishna says, "all instances of arrest 
and harassment". Is the Indian External Affairs Minister calling the killing of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen just harassment? 

On January 22, 2011, Sri Lankan navy men put a rope around the neck of a Tamil Nadu 
fisherman, Jayakumar, pushed him into the sea and pulled him by the rope as he was 
struggling to swim. He choked to death. Two surviving fishermen who were fishing with 
Jayakumar reported it to Tamil Nadu officials. (Thinathanthi newspaper; January 24, 
2011). Is the External Affairs Minister calling this barbaric act as harassment? If someone 
did this to a dog, we would call it animal cruelty but when the Sri Lankans did it to a 
Tamil the Indian Government is calling it harassment? My blood boils. 

2.4 

External Affairs Minister: "In 2010, a total of 137 Indian fishermen were apprehended 
and released by Sri Lanka. Till third August 2011, a total of 164 Indian fishermen were 
apprehended by Sri Lanka and all were subsequently released. At the same time, in 2010 
a total of 352, and in 2011, a total of 131 Sri Lankan fishermen, have been apprehended 
by our authorities. A total of 104 Sri Lankan fishermen are still in Indian custody whereas 
all Indian fishermen apprehended on charges of fishing related violations in Sri Lanka 
have been released." 

Our Comment: The Indian External Affairs Minister is essentially saying that we (Indian 
Government) are doing things to Sri Lankan fishermen who come into Indian waters and 
they (Sri Lankan Government) are doing things to Indian (Tamil Nadu) fishermen who 
go into Sri Lankan waters. We are doing the same thing, so what is all this fuss about? In 
fact, Minister Krishna is going to the extent of essentially saying that India is worse than 
Sri Lanka because India has 104 Sri Lankan fishermen in custody and Sri Lanka has none 
(all are released). What Minister Krishna conveniently and cunningly fails to give is 
number of shootings in 2010 and 2011 at Sri Lankan fishermen by Indian Navy and the 
number of shootings in 2010 and 2011 by Sri Lankan Navy at Tamilnadu fishermen? I 
will give the answer. Over a dozen shootings by Sri Lanka and none by India. How many 
Sri Lankan fishermen did Indian Navy kill? None. How many Tamil Nadu fishermen did 
the Sri Lankan Navy kill? We know that six Tamil Nadu fishermen died in the sea in 
2011 (as of August 4, 2011). We know from eyewitness accounts that Sri Lankan Navy 
killed two of them. There were no witnesses to the other four deaths—their dead bodies 
were recovered from sea days later, one of them with the head cut off. 



Just giving the number Tamil Nadu fishermen jailed but without any mention of the 
numbers killed is outrageous. In fact, nowhere in the August 4 statement is any mention 
that Sri Lankan Navy killed our fishermen. After criticism of the External Affairs 
Minister's omission of any information about the killings in the August 4 statement to 
parliament, he gave some limited information about the deaths three weeks later on 
August 26, 2011. We discuss this in the next section. 

3. External Affairs Minister's Statement at the Lower House of Parliament (Lok 
Sabha) on August 26, 2011 

External Affairs Minister S. M. Krishna, made a statement again at the lower house of the 
Indian parliament (Lok Sabha) on August 26, 2011. 

He gave parliament the number of "reported dead" Indian fishermen. [He was referring to 
Tamil Nadu fishermen dead in the sea between India and Sri Lanka.] The numbers he 
gave are: 2008 - 5 and 2011-6 (none in 2009 and 2010). Although there were no deaths 
in 2009 and 2010, there were several reports of Sri Lankan Navy attacking Tamil Nadu 
fishermen, resulting in injuries. We list here a sampling of news items published in the 
Tamil daily newspaper Thina Thanthi during the first four months of 2009: January 10, 
Lebruary 7, March 23, April 5. There are more such news reports in 2009 and 2010. 

[Note that there were scores of killings before 2008.] 

Krishna said, "There were six cases of Indian fishermen who died during 2011. We learnt 
about the death of Shri Pandiyan on 12th January 2011 and that of Shri Jayakumar on 
23rd January 2011. Lour other fishermen from Tamil Nadu were reported missing on 5th 
April 2011, and their bodies were found subsequently. In all these cases, the High 
Commission of India in Colombo took up the matter on the same day of receipt of 
information about the death of Indian fishermen. It is very important to note here that, 
following the India-Sri Lanka Joint Statement on Lishing Arrangements of 26th October 
2008, the incidents involving Indian fishermen declined significantly." 

Krishna says, "We learnt about the death of Shri Pandiyan on 12th January 2011". He 
conveniently omits that he was shot and killed. According to the Times of India news 
report on their web site dated January 14, 2011: A. Jambunathan, assistant director in the 
state fisheries department reported that Pandian was fishing with C. Baskaran, M 
Meyyappan and M Manikandan in a mechanized boat. They were intercepted by a Sri 
Lankan navy vessel. The Navy personnel ordered the fishermen to jump into the sea. 
Meyyappan and Manikandan jumped into the sea immediately. Pandian waited to remove 
his clothes and was fired upon by the navy personnel. He was hit on the chest and 
collapsed in the boat. (Obviously this is the eyewitness statement from the survivors to 
the fisheries department.) 

Krishna says, "We learnt about the death of Shri Jayakumar on 23rd January 2011". The 
Tamil newspaper Thina Thanthi reported Jayakumar's death on January 24, 2011. 
Thinathanthi has the largest circulation of Tamil newspaper and is more than half a 
century old. Here is a summary of the news as reported in Thina Thanthi on January 24, 



2011: Jayakumar was fishing with his younger brother Senthil and another fisherman 
Rajendran. About ten gun Sri Lankan navymen with guns came in a boat and ordered the 
three to jump into the sea. Senthi and Rajendran did so. Jayakumar pleaded to the navy 
men that his hands were injured in an accident some years ago and he could not swim. 
The Sri Lankans put a rope around his neck and pushed him into the sea. Jayakumar 
struggled to swim. The Sri Lankans pulled him by the rope around his neck and he 
choked to death. This was the eyewitness report of Senthil and Rajendran. 

Indian External Affairs Minister Krishna hid this horrific murder from the members of 
parliament by simply stating, "We learnt about the death of Shri Jayakumar on 23rd 
January 2011". 

Krishna said, "Four other fishermen from Tamil Nadu were reported missing on 5th April 
2011, and their bodies were found subsequently." What he hid from the members of 
parliament (MPs) was that one of those bodies was found with the head cut-ff. So it was 
not a natural death but murder. We do not know by whom. Yet why did the Indian 
External Affairs Minister hide this information from parliament? (These are the 6 deaths I 
mentioned in Section 1.4.1 do not want anyone to count them as additional six deaths. 

The total death count in 2011 was six.) 

4. Final Remarks 

Senior Indian Government officials are downplaying the Sri Lankan Navy attacks and 
deaths of Tamil Nadu fishermen for the past few years. I request readers to read excerpts 
of statements by Indian Navy Commodore P. E. Van Halteren (July 2008), Indian Navy 
Vice-Admiral K N Sushil (October 2010), National Security Advisor Shivshankar Menon 
(January 22, 2011) and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh (January 22, 2011) in Chapter 

5. 
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Petitions seeking protection to Tamil Nadu fishermen from the Sri Lankan Navy were 
filed in Tamil Nadu courts in 2011. There was a court hearing in August 2012. Indian 
Government Additional Solicitor General told the court on August 17, 2013 that there 
was no chance of the Sri Lankan Navy entering the Indian waters and attacking Tamil 
Nadu fishermen as such movement by Sri Lankan warships would amount to waging a 
war against India. 

India did not show any evidence, for example, verifiable satellite photos showing that no 
Sri Lankan warship was in Indian waters on the day and approximate time of the attacks. 
India's defense of the Sri Lankan Navy is novel. Sri Lankan Navy vessels entering Indian 
waters would be war; so they did not enter Indian waters; so Sri Lankan Navy did not 
attack Tamil Nadu fishermen in Indian waters. (Actually, in most instances, Sri Lankan 
Navy denies attacking Tamil Nadu fishermen either in the Indian or Sri Lankan waters.) 

Does this argument hold good only if those attacked are Tamils? There are many 
incidents in which India said that Pakistani army had intruded into Indian territory and a 
gun battle between Indian and Pakistani soldiers ensued. How could it be? There was no 
chance of the Pakistani Army entering the Indian soil and shooting at Indian soldiers 
since such movement by Pakistani army would amount to waging a war against India!!! 
If the argument holds good in case of Sri Lanka, it should hold good in case of Pakistan 
too. 

We suggest that instead of making "ridiculous arguments" defending the Sri Lankan 
Navy, Indian government take the attacks on Tamil Nadu fishermen seriously and take 
firm action against Sri Lanka. Tamil Nadu Chief Minister Jayalalithaa Jeyaram was right 
on target when she said, "The Sri Lankan Navy, emboldened by the soft handling of the 
issue by the Government of India, is attacking/harassing fishermen of Tamil Nadu with 
impunity" (her letter to Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh in August 2012). 
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The temple town of Rameswaram is the home of many fishing families. These are hard 
working families who have fished the local seas for generations. Just a few decades ago 
these fishermen went to the seas in small wooden sailboats; now they have diesel 
powered boats to go deeper into the seas, bring home a bigger catch and earn a decent 
living. Foul weather had been their nemesis for centuries - hurricanes, high winds and 
rough seas. Better weather reports and the powerboats have, to some extent, reduced the 
risk from the elements of nature. But now, for a decade or so, a dark Satan of death is 
stalking the fishermen of Rameswaram, in the form of Sri Lankan Navy. Scores of 
fishermen have been shot and killed by the Sri Lankan Navy during the last few years. 
Several others have been seriously injured. [See Chapter 1 for the number of fishermen 
killed.] Both former chief minister Jayalalithaa and the current chief minister 
Karunanidhi have brought the matter to the attention of the Indian government and it had 
done nothing to stop the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen. 

What did these fishermen do to become targets for the Sri Lankan navy? According to Sri 
Lanka, these fishermen had entered Sri Lankan waters. It is quite possible that some or all 
of these fishermen did cross into Sri Lankan waters by mistake. There are no boundary 
markers or walls to demarcate the Indian waters from Sri Lankan waters. In spite of 
navigational aids, fishermen do stray into Sri Lankan waters. There is no international 
norm or law that allows the Sri Lankan navy to shoot and kill straying Tamil Nadu 
fishermen. Do you think that the British navy would shoot and kill French fishermen if 
they were to enter British waters by mistake? Absolutely not. The British navy may warn 
them and turn them back. Similarly, if British fishermen were to stray into French waters, 
no French naval ship would shoot at them either. We are not aware of any country 
shooting and killing fishermen from a friendly neighbor straying into its waters. 

We know that a war is going on between the Tamils and Sinhalas in Sri Lanka. This does 
not give permission for the Sri Lankan navy to shoot at Tamil Nadu fishermen. Neither 
Britain nor Germany shot at neutral Swiss ships during the Second World War. 

This article is not about Sri Lanka's dastardly deeds against Tamil Nadu fishermen but 
about Indian government's callous disregard for the lives of Tamil Nadu fishermen. As 
we mentioned earlier, scores of Tamil Nadu fishermen have been shot and killed by the 
Sri Lankan navy and many more have been severely injured. Indian government had done 
nothing to protect them. Indian government spends over 250 million Rupees annually for 
patrolling the Tamil Nadu coast to prevent the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 
boats entering Tamil Nadu. Where are all these Indian navy ships when the Sri Lankan 
navy is killing Tamil Nadu fishermen? There have been numerous attacks on our 
fishermen, never once had the Indian navy come to protect the Tamil Nadu fishermen. Is 



it because their orders were just to pursue LTTE boats entering Indian waters and not to 
be concerned with protecting Tamil Nadu fishermen from the Sri Lankan navy? 


Instead of protecting the fishermen, in June of 1997 the Indian Coastal Patrol commander 
warned that Tamil Nadu fishermen straying into Sri Lankan waters would have their 
fishing license revoked. This is like revoking one's driver's license if he (or she) enters a 
wrong street by mistake. On the one side is the Sri Lankan Navy shooting and killing 
them, on the other side is the Indian Coastal Patrol threatening to revoke their fishing 
license. 

With the continued killings and the Indian government's step-motherly indifference, 
matters warmed up in August 1997. Tamil Nadu Meenavar Peravai (Tamil Nadu 
Lishermen's Association) planned a protest sail to Kachchativu island (similar to a protest 
march) on August 15, 1997. Chief Minister Karunanidhi met with Association 
representatives about a week before this protest date and induced them to cancel the 
protest sail by a combination of financial grants and promises. He announced that Tamil 
Nadu government would grant one hundred thousand rupees to the family of each 
fisherman killed by the Sri Lankan navy. He also made concessions relating to diesel 
supply (remember, fishermen's boats are fueled by diesel). Lurthermore, he promised that 
he would take effective action to stop the killings. 

Chief Minister Karunanidhi might have asked the Indian Prime Minister I. K. Gujral in 
the strongest terms to put an end to the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen by the Sri 
Lankan navy. Gujral's public response came two days after Karunanidhi made promises 
to the fishermen. On August 14, 1997, Gujral made a public statement that it was not 
clear whether it was the Sri Lankan navy or the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) that was shooting and killing the fishermen. It is an outrageous statement and 
shows the callous attitude of the Indian Prime Minister towards to lives of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen. [See Chapter 2 for a discussion of who was killing the fishermen.] 

There is absolutely no doubt that the Sri Lankan navy was killing the Tamil Nadu 
fishermen. Never once had the fishermen who were injured in these killings and lived tell 
about it say that they were shot at by LTTE boats. Sri Lankan navy ships are distinct and 
different from the powerboats used by LTTE to go between Sri Lanka and India. Tamil 
Nadu fishermen are not fools. 

Things got stranger yet! Just 20 days after Gujral's statement, "LTTE" kidnapped some 
Tamil Nadu fishermen and sent a few back to Tamil Nadu with a ransom demand that the 
remaining will be released in exchange for diesel. This is definitely a drama staged by 
the Sri Lankan government to blame the LTTE. Look at the facts. Never before had the 
LTTE kidnap any Tamil Nadu fishermen and demand a ransom. In all previous incidents, 
the fishermen were shot at (or in a few cases arrested and held in Sri Lankan jails); there 
were no ransom demands. The reason why the Tamil Nadu fishermen were kidnapped for 
ransom this time is clear. Kidnap them, tell them that they are being kidnapped by LTTE, 
and send a few back so that they will tell the Tamil Nadu government and people that 
LTTE kidnapped them. It would then become a point of record that LTTE is kidnapping 



Tamil Nadu fishermen. Then the Sri Lankan navy could continue to shoot and kill Tamil 
Nadu fishermen and blame the LTTE; it will take the pressure off the Indian government 
to take action against the Sri Lankan navy. 

We are not sure if the Indian government asked Sri Lanka to stage this drama in order to 
buttress Gujral's August 14-th statement that LTTE could be behind the killings, or if the 
Sri Lankan government saw in Gujral's statement an opportunity to blame the LTTE and 
acted on it. It is very easy for the Sri Lankan government to stage this drama. It is well 
known that some former Tamil guerrilla groups are collaborating with the Sri Lankan 
army for some years now. Ask them to go to the sea, kidnap a few Tamil Nadu 
fishermen, identify themselves as LTTE, and then send some of the fishermen back with 
a ransom demand. Easily done. The fact that such kidnappings of Tamil Nadu fishermen 
for ransom never happened before, that this incidence happened soon after Indian Prime 
Minister Gujral's statement, and that the incidence was staged such a way that some of 
the kidnapped fishermen would be back to tell Tamil Nadu that LTTE kidnapped them, 
are all clear indications that the Sri Lankan government staged the whole thing. 

Let us get back to Indian government's response to the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen 
by the Sri Lankan navy. All that would take for the Indian government to put an end to 
the killings is for the Indian government to warn the Sri Lankan navy that if it shoots at 
Tamil Nadu fishermen again, Indian navy would attack them in retaliation. Sri Lankan 
navy is no match to the well- equipped, modem Indian navy. All that would take is one 
warning from the Indian government. But the Indian government never warned Sri 
Lanka. 

Why? India is more interested in becoming a regional superpower than in protecting the 
lives of its Tamil citizens. Under its geo-political considerations, India does not want to 
offend Sri Lanka. It wants a friendly and preferably subservient neighbor in the south. If 
some Tamil Nadu fishermen are killed, so be it. After all, these are only Tamils. The 
situation would have been different if Hindi-speaking fishermen were to be killed by a 
neighboring country. Let us face it. The Indian government belongs to Hindi speaking 
people. Anyone else is expendable, particularly those in the south. If Hindi fishermen 
were killed by a neighboring country, there would have been a totally different scenario. 
Indian Prime Minister would have immediately issued a stern warning to the offender. 
Indian navy would have been immediately launched to protect the Hindi fishermen. Let 
us face it. This is Hindi country. Non-Hindi peoples are second-class citizens; their life 
and liberty are cheap [Chapter 10]. 

So Tamil Nadu fishermen better learn to live with the political realities. They are not 
going to get any protection from the Indian government. Lish in the deep seas (it is their 
right) and risk life to the Sri Lankan naval guns or stay home and do some other work. 
But these are traditional fishing families; they are fishing in these seas for generations. 
No other job with a decent income is available to them. Then, fish in the deep seas (it is 
their right) and risk life to Sri Lankan naval guns or fish closer to the shores. Lishing 
closer to the shores would mean a much smaller catch, and less income; their women and 
children would go to bed on half-empty stomachs. But this is the fate of Tamil Nadu 



fishermen. Death or half starvation. It is unfortunate that they were bom as Tamils in 
India. They cannot get any support from the Indian government. They cannot expect any 
protection from the Indian navy. The only government that cares about them is the Tamil 
Nadu state government. What can it do? It does not have a navy to protect its fishermen. 

It is the unfortunate and sad fact of life for the Tamil Nadu fishermen in India. Face death 
at the Sri Lankan naval guns or see your wife and children go to bed hungry. 
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1. Introduction 

What has happened from the time of my article "Gujral and the Fishermen [Chapter 8]" 
(December 1997) to now (August 2004)? Governments have changed in India, Prime 
Ministers have come and gone but one thing remains the same. Scores of Tami Nadu 
fishermen have been killed. No action against Sri Lanka for killing Tamil Nadu 
fishermen. 

Four different coalition governments have come to power in India; the United Front 
coalition government, Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led coalition governments (BJP 
formed two coalition governments with different sets of partners) and the current 
Congress led coalition government. None of these governments have taken any effective 
steps to stop the killings. There have been three different Prime Ministers—I. K. Gujral, 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, and Manmohan Singh. None of them have done anything effective 
to stop the killings. 

Both the present Tamil Nadu State Chief Minister Jayalalthaa Jeyaram (of All India Anna 
Dravida Munnetra Kazagam (AIADMK)) and former chief minister Muthuvel 





Karunanidhi (of Dravida Munnetra Kazagam (DMK)) have written to the Prime 
Ministers of India to stop the killings of the fishermen. More than a dozen letters have 
been thus written, and always a promise that action would be taken but no effective 
action is yet to be taken. One of the strongest assurances came in the year 2000. In 
response to a letter from the then Chief Minister M. Karunanidhi on November 28, 
pleading to stop the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen by the Sri Lankan Navy, the then 
Prime Minister A. B. Vajpayee of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led coalition 
government sent a letter dated December 22, assuring him that that the Indian 
Government would take steps to stop the killings. But on January 29, 2001 (just over five 
weeks from the Prime Minister's assurance) the Sri Lankan Navy killed two more 
fishermen. India did nothing to stop the continued killings. Mr. Vajpayee held the office 
of Prime Minister for another three years and there were more shootings and killings. Is 
an Indian Prime Minister's assurance worth anything? 

The latest killing was just a few weeks ago on August 9, 2004 (now a Congress-led 
coalition government under Dr. Manmohan Singh is in power in India). Mr. C. Ramu of 
Murungaivadi Village was the victim. He was 40 years of age, married to Mrs. 
Muthulakshmi and had four children. Is the Indian Government totally impotent to 
protect Tamil Nadu fishermen from the tiny Sri Lankan Navy? No. India has many means 
at its disposal to end the killings but it simply does not want to act. There are diplomatic, 
economic and military means that could have been effectively used. 

2. Diplomatic Protests and Warnings 

2.1 "Expressing Concern" is not Enough 

Since Sri Lanka is a "friendly" neighbor, the proper thing for India to do after the first 
killing over a decade ago was to protest the killings and ask the Sri Lankan Government 
to stop it. If killings continued, as it did, then a warning that Indian Navy would retaliate 
would have been issued. Even if it did not work, after, say, 4 or 5 such incidents, Indian 
Navy should fire at Sri Lankan Navy ships. Even after over 100 separate incidents of 
shootings and many killed and many more injured, it had done anything of this nature. 
Indeed India is yet to issue even a warning. The most India had done as of now is to 
"express its concern" over the deaths to the Sri Lankan Government. We can understand 
expressing concern after the first death, second death, may be even the third death, but 
even after over at least 70 deaths all that is done is expressing concern; that means India 
considers Sri Lanka's friendship is worth more than 70 Tamil Nadu fishermen's lives. 
[Number of killings is discussed in Chapter L] 

2.2 India's Clout over Sri Lanka 

India has considerable clout over Sri Lanka. If the mighty and large neighbor India 
sneezes, tiny Sri Lanka trembles. There will be no more killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen 
if India sternly tells Sri Lanka to stop it. Here is an example of the clout India has over 
Sri Lanka. 



Sri Lankan Government negotiated an "Acquisition and Cross Servicing Agreement 
(ACSA)" with the United States of America in May 2002. This agreement would allow 
United States military to utilize Sri Lanka's ports, airports and air space for transit. In 
return Sri Lanka would receive financial and military assistance from America. It was 
expected that the agreement would be signed during Sri Lankan Prime Minister's visit to 
America in July 2002. It did not happen because, according to news reports in both Sri 
Lankan and Indian papers, India expressed to Sri Lanka its "displeasure" about the 
agreement. India does not want any American military presence, even a transit 
arrangement, in Sri Lanka. Now it is August 2004. The agreement is yet to be signed 
because India did not want Sri Lanka to go through with the agreement. If Sri Lanka 
would abide by India's wishes in its dealings with United States of America, Sri Lanka 
would surely stop the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen if India wants it to stop the 
killings. 

2.3 The "Wink and Nod" Drama 

Soon after a shooting incident in which Tamilnadu fishermen are killed by Sri Lankan 
Navy, Tamil fishermen groups would make noise and demand action. (What else can 
these poor people without much political clout do?). Dutifully the Tamil Nadu State 
Chief Minister would write to the Indian Prime Minister pleading with him to take the 
necessary action to stop the killings. (What else can he/she do? He/she does not have a 
Tamil Nadu Navy under his/her control to protect the fishermen? Command and control 
of the Indian Navy lies with the Indian Prime Minister.) On receiving the Chief Minister's 
letter the Indian Government would express its concern to the Sri Lankan Government. 

Sri Lankan Government would say that it would do its best not to shoot at the fishermen. 
This is all done with a wink and a nod. Sri Lanka knows that India is not serious about it. 
Why would anyone think that India is serious if all that India does is to express concern 
even after scores of deaths, especially as India is continuing to provide economic 
assistance to Sri Lanka and continuing with its training of Sri Lankan Navy cadets and 
officers? India's expression of concern and Sri Lanka's reply are all a "drama" to pacify 
Tamil Nadu politicians. Nothing more. 

2.4 The Helicopter Incident 

Here is an example of how this "wink and nod" drama is carried out. In 1998 Sri Lankan 
military helicopters shot and killed a Tamil Nadu fisherman in the sea. After protests 
from Tamil Nadu about the continued killing of fishermen, Indian Government expressed 
its concern to Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka told India that no such helicopter attack took place 
because their military logs did not indicate any such attacks. So India said that it was 
satisfied with the reply. India did not conduct any independent investigation. India simply 
believed the Sri Lankan military and disbelieved Tamil Nadu fishermen. (Only India and 
Sri Lanka have helicopter gun-ships in that region.) If police charges someone with 
murder and he says that he did not do it because his diary has no entry of the murder, will 
police consider him innocent just on that basis? In August 1999 Bangladesh soldiers shot 
and injured three Indian farmers across the border. Indian Border Security Force rushed 
to the area and fired at Bangladesh soldiers in retaliation. Did India enquire if the 



Bangladesh Army logs have entries of the attack? No, it took the word of the farmers and 
retaliated so that such shootings would not occur again. 

In summary, even after scores of killings, India has not warned Sri Lanka. All it has done 
is express concern. As we said before, "expressing concern" is appropriate after the first 
killing, second killing, may be even the third killing. The fourth time a warning should 
have been issued and after that action should have been taken. What type of actions India 
could have taken? Actions India could have taken but did not take are discussed in 
Sections 3, 4 and 5. 

3. Cut all Financial Aid to Sri Lanka 

As a protest to the killings, India could cut all economic aid to Sri Lanka. Even as the Sri 
Lankan Navy was killing Tamil Nadu fishermen, India has given well over 100 million 
U.S. dollars in "soft loans" to Sri Lanka. [100 million U.S. dollars is approximately 400 
crore Indian Rupees at the current foreign exchange rate.] "Soft loans" mean loans at low 
interest rate (lower than the normal interest rate countries pay when they borrow money). 
In essence, Indian taxpayers, including Tamil people, are subsidizing Sri Lanka even as 
the Sri Lankan Navy is killing its citizens. [Tamil Nadu State Government as well as 
many other state governments are paying a much higher interest rate than the Sri Lankan 
Government when they borrow money]. Some of these subsidized loans are used by the 
Sri Lankan Government to build barracks and buy food for the Sri Lankan military. India 
is subsidizing the housing and feeding of a military that is killing Tamil Nadu fishermen. 

4. Cut all Military Assistance to Sri Lanka 

Another option is for India to cut all military assistance to Sri Lanka. India's military 
assistance is not publicized but that does not mean that it does not exist. Even as the Sri 
Lankan Navy is killing Tamil Nadu fishermen, Sri Lankan Navy officers are trained at 
Indian naval bases. Many of them are trained at the Naval Training Command in Kochi 
(Cochin), Kerala, South India. Some of them go on to work in the very same Sri Lankan 
Navy ships that kill Tamil Nadu fishermen. 

India also sells military equipment to the Sri Lankan Navy, some of which might have 
been used in the attacks on Tamil Nadu fishermen. Indian Government keeps these sales 
a secret. In August 1999 a secret meeting between Sri Lankan and Indian military 
officials was held in New Delhi to discuss sale of military equipment to Sri Lanka. This 
was a very high level meeting; the Indian team was headed by Indian Defence Secretary 
T.R. Prasad and the Sri Lankan team was headed by its Defense Secretary Chandrananda 
de Silva. Sri Lankan team included Sri Lankan Navy Chief of Staff, Rear Admiral Daya 
Sandagiri. India did not want Tamil Nadu to know of the sale of equipment to Sri Lankan 
Navy even as it was killing Tamil Nadu fishermen. When a newsmagazine reported this 
secret meeting, Indian Government was furious. 


What was discussed at the meeting with the top Sri Lankan Navy officials? According to 
the news report, they discussed the sale of military hardware to Sri Lanka. They 



discussed Indian Navy's help to Sri Lanka in patrolling the Sri Lankan coast. The 
newsmagazine did not mention anything about discussing the killings of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen. Obviously India did not consider the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen serious 
enough to discuss with the top brass of Sri Lankan military. By then, Sri Lankan Navy 
had killed scores of fishermen and, in fact, just a month before, in July 1999, Sri Lankan 
Navy had killed Tamil Nadu fishermen. Would it not be a good time to put some pressure 
on Sri Lanka to end the killing of our fishermen? No such thing happened. In the ensuing 
months, even as the Indian Government was delivering equipment to the Sri Lankan 
Navy, Sri Lankan Navy was shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen. 

At that meeting India sold over 20 million U.S. dollars worth of military equipment to Sri 
Lanka. (20 million U.S. dollars is approximately 80 crore Indian Rupees at current 
exchange rate.) What did the Indian Government sell to the Sri Lankan Navy? Top on the 
list was an offshore patrol vessel (OPV) "INS Shardae", built at Hindustan Shipyard 
Limited, Vishakhapatanam, Andhra Pradesh, South India. India was selling patrol 
vessels to Sri Lanka even as Lanka's other patrol vessels were killing our fishermen. An 
Indian official said that the military equipment sale was "beneficial for the Indian 
Government financially and marked a quantum jump in the growth of the defense 
industry in India." India was more interested in the 80 crore Rupees than the lives of 
scores of Tamil Nadu fishermen. India was more interested in the growth of its defense 
industry than the lives of Tamil Nadu fishermen. What is the purpose of the defense 
industry? To defend the lives and properties of its citizens. Does the Aryan-Hindi 
dominated Indian Government consider the Dravidian-Tamil fishermen citizens of the 
country or mere chattels whose lives do not matter? 

5. Retaliate against the Sri Lankan Navy 

We have discussed so far two ways India could stop the killings if diplomatic protests 
and warning did not yield results, namely, cutting off economic aid and stopping military 
assistance. India did neither. There is yet another option that would end the killings. 

Warn Sri Lanka that if any more fishermen are killed, Indian Navy would shoot at Sri 
Lankan Naval ships in the area. Sri Lanka's tiny navy is no match for India. There is a 
large fleet of Indian Navy ships in the area of the killings (between Sri Lanka and Tamil 
Nadu coast). At present (Year 2004) Indian Navy has more ships in this area than 
anywhere else except for Mumbai (Bombay). Never once had these ships retaliated 
against Sri Lankan Navy ships for the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen. 

India knows how to react swiftly and decidedly with "offending" neighbors when it 
wants to. Here is an example that we mentioned in Section 2. On August 22, 1999, some 
Bangladesh soldiers fired on Indian farmers near the Indo-Bangladesh border. Three 
farmers were injured. India's Border Security Force rushed to the area and fired at 
Bangladesh soldiers in retaliation. Additional contingents of Border Security Force were 
also sent to the area for reinforcement. Bangladesh is also a "friendly" neighbor like Sri 
Lanka. But compare that with what India is doing with the Sri Lankan Navy? Killings of 
Tamil Nadu fishermen are going on for years and scores of fishermen were killed and 
many more injured. Indian Navy has not fired a single shot, even a warning shot across 



the bow, at Sri Lankan Navy ships. Does not our fishermen deserve protection? After all, 
Tamil people pay for over 10% of India's military expenses. When we pay for the Indian 
military we expect protection for our people. 

6. Why India Refuses to Act Against Sri Lanka? 

Indian Government simply does not care about the killings Tamil fishermen. Sri Lankan 
co-operation in foreign and military affairs mean more to India than Tamil Nadu 
fishermen's lives. India is willing to sacrifice Tamil blood so that Sri Lanka would not 
provide diplomatic support or transit facilities to its enemies (for example, Pakistan, 
China). That is more vital to the security of the northern Hindi belt region. Tamil Nadu 
fishermen's lives are acceptable price to pay for the security of the northern Hindi belt 
region. 

In her address to the National Development Council on October 22, 2011, Tamil Nadu 
State Chief Minister Jayalalithaa said, “Even attacks on fishermen belonging to Tamil 
Nadu in the Palk Bay by Sri Lanka are not looked upon as acts of aggression against 
India. This issue is merely looked upon as a minor problem concerning Tamil Nadu 
alone. The Centre seems to think that the lives of fishermen belonging to Tamil Nadu are 
worthless and do not call for any potent action.” 

7. Grieving Parents, Weeping Wives and Sobbing Children 

To the Hindi dominated Indian Government lives of Tamil fishermen may mean nothing 
(see Section 6). Even according to the Indian government, 77 Tamil Nadu fishermen have 
killed between 1991 and mid April 2007 [Chapter 1]. 77 is not just a number. Each one 
represents a human being. How many mothers lost their sons and are weeping? How 
many wives lost their husbands and face an empty life for years to come? How many 
children lost their fathers? How many babies lost their fathers and would never have the 
opportunity to know the love of a father? Never to run into the loving arms of the father 
returning from sea. Never to be held in the loving arms the way only a father can hold. 
Never to walk the seashore in the summer breeze, holding father's strong hands and chit 
chatting. How many families were ruined? How many lives were ruined? Old parents, 
young wives, little children. Tamil people have no power to act. Only the Indian 
Government has the power to act and protect our fishermen and their families. But the 
Hindi dominated Indian Government refuses to act. 
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Is Tamil Blood Cheap in the Eyes of Indian Government? 

(First Published: 2007-04; Updated 2009-04) 


Usha Ramanathan 

Pakistan Maritime Security Agency shot and killed a fisherman from northern India, 
twenty-one year old Shantilal Mangal, off the coast of Gujarat on Monday February 13, 
2006. Indian External Affairs Ministry called Pakistan's Deputy High Commissioner Mr. 
Munawwar Bhatty to the ministry and registered a protest on Thursday February 16, 

2006. Readers may say, "That is what India should do. After all one of its citizens is 
killed by Pakistani forces." I agree. But my question is, "How come the same Indian 
Foreign Ministry had not acted the same way even after scores of Tamilnadu fishermen* 
had been shot and killed by Sri Fankan Navy?" [*see Chapter 1 for death toll count.] 

As far as I know, this is the first shooting-killing of a north-Indian fisherman by Pakistani 
security forces in a decade (I searched news archives and Internet). Indian government's 
reaction was swift. Shooting occurs on Monday and by Thursday protest was lodged. Yet, 
when Tamil Nadu fishermen were shot and killed by Sri Fankan Navy, Indian 
government does nothing comparable. What happens when a Tamil fisherman is killed is, 
typically the Tamil Nadu Chief Minister writes to the Indian Prime Minister pleading 
with him to get Sri Fanka stop the killing of Tamil Nadu fishermen. The Chief Minister 
would get an assurance from the Prime Minister that no such shootings would take place 
again. That assurance is not worth the paper it was written on. Shootings continue, 
killings continue, with no formal protest to Sri Fankan government from Indian 
Government. At best, Indian government would express its concern to Sri Fanka. There is 
a huge different in diplomatic terms between Indian government expressing its concern 
and Indian Foreign Ministry calling the "offending" country's diplomat to its office and 
registering a protest. Even after scores killings of Tamil fishermen, the latter never 
happened with Sri Fanka while within four days after the very first killing of a northern 
fisherman Pakistani diplomat was called to the ministry and protest registered. Does it 
mean southern blood is cheaper than northern blood in Indian Government eyes? 

NOTE: We know that Pakistan had arrested many north Indian fishermen and confiscated 
their boats; Sri Fanka had done the same to Tamilnadu fishermen. There is no news 
report of Pakistan killing an Indian fisherman in the past decade until February 2006. Sri 
Fanka had killed scores of fishermen. Yet it was Pakistan that got harsh diplomatic 
treatment, as it should, but never Sri Fanka. 

UPDATE (added on April 16, 2009): On July 19, 2008 Indian external affairs ministry 
summoned Sri Fankan High Commissioner to the foreign office and lodged a protest over 
"a recent action by the Sri Fankan Navy against Indian fishermen". The "action" referred 
in the protest is the shooting of two Tamil Nadu fishermen near Kodiakarai (Point 
Calimere) during the prior week. This first ever formal diplomatic protest came after 
shootings for over a quarter century, deaths of scores of fishermen and dozens of letters 
to the Indian Prime Ministers from Tamil Nadu State Chief Ministers, political leaders 



and fishermen's associations, and protest demonstrations and fast by many organizations 
including state-level ruling party Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK). In contrast, India 
made a similar formal diplomatic protest within a week after Pakistani navy shot and 
killed a northern (Gujarati) fisherman. Just after one death in case of a northern 
fisherman. Over at least 77 deaths in case of Tamilnadu fishermen [Chapter 1], 
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Indian Government Gives Money to Sinhala Fishermen but None to 
Tamil Nadu Fishermen (The 300 million Rupees Question) 

(First Published: 2016-09) 


Usha Ramanathan 

Sri Lankan Government announced on August 24, 2016 that India would provide 300 
million Rupees assistance to Sri Lanka for livelihood development, including the 
fisheries sector, in the Hambantota District, Sri Lanka. Some of that money would be 
used for developing fisheries villages in the Hambantota District. (Hindustan Times; 
August 24, 2016) 

This happens in the background of Sri Lankan Navy arresting hundreds of Tamil Nadu 
fishermen during the past couple of years, keeping them in jail for months (allegedly 
mistreating them in prison), releasing them after repeated pleadings of Tamil Nadu chief 
minister to the Indian Prime Minister, confiscating their boats totaling millions of Rupees 
in loss to the fishermen. Indian government refuses to help the fishermen get their boats 
back in spite of repeated requests from Tamil Nadu chief minister. 

Instead of giving Sri Lanka Rupees 300 million assistance for livelihood development for 
Sinhala fishermen in Southern Sri Lanka, India should give the Rs. 3 million for 
livelihood development of Tamil fishermen of Tamil Nadu (Indian citizens whose 
economic welfare and physical protection is India's responsibility). India has not 
provided any financial assistance to Tamil Nadu fishermen affected by Sri Lankan Navy 
actions. Why not buy new boats for the Tamil Nadu fishermen who lost their livelihood 
with the loss of their boats to Sri Lanka? 

Tamil Nadu chief minister Jayalalithaa proposed a "mother vessel and baby vessel 
concept" of deep sea fishing that would help with the livelihood of Tamilnadu fishermen 
(Rediff; February 22, 2016). The baby vessels (fishermen's boats) would fish in deep seas 
and bring the fishes to the nearby mother vessel (a large ship). The ship would preserve 
and store the fish in modern storage facilities and take them shore when enough fish is 
collected. After delivering the fish, mother vessel would bring back food, water and 
supplies for the fishermen back to the deep sea. Chief Minister Jayalalithaa asked for 
funds from the Indian government in 2014 (Rediff; February 22, 2016) and Indian 
government is yet to fund it, as of September 2016. Why not give that Rs. 300 million to 
this project or some other such project to help Tamil Nadu fishermen earn a living? 

It is at times like these I wonder if Tamil Nadu should try to get out of India and become 
an independent country. What do you think? 
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Why No Compensation for Tamil Nadu Fishermen Killed by Sri 

Lankan Navy? 

(First Published: 2008-10) 


Usha Ramanathan 

In march 2008, Indian Government approved financial assistance to civilian victims of 
terrorists, militants, insurgents and Naxalites. This assistance would be given 
immediately after the terrorist or militant attack and would be in addition to any other 
financial assistance victims receive from central and state governments. At the outset it 
would seem like a good scheme. In fact it is a good scheme; if the breadwinner of the 
family died in such attacks it is a good idea to provide financial assistance to the family. 
Also those seriously injured in such attacks could use the financial assistance. 

Our question is this. Sri Lankan Navy has shot and killed a few hundred Tamil Nadu 
fishermen and the Indian Government has given not a single Rupee to the families of 
those killed. In many cases the families have lost their only or primary breadwinner. It is 
Indian government's refusal to stop these shootings that is resulting in the continued 
killings of Tamil fishermen by the Sri Lankan navy. Yet, the Indian government that is 
giving substantial financial aid to the families of those killed by terrorists, militants, 
insurgents and Naxalites, has not given a single Rupee to Tamilnadu fishermen. 

Only financial aid going to the victims of Sri Lankan navy shootings comes from the 
Tamil Nadu State government. Indian Government should reimburse the state 
government these monies and pay Tamil Nadu fishermen's families the same financial aid 
given to victims of terrorism. 
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1. Introduction 

Killings and violent attacks of Tamilnadu fishermen by Sri Lankan navy are going on for 
a quarter of a century. In spite of repeated requests from Tamilnadu State chief ministers, 
other political leaders and fishermen's associations, Indian government has done nothing 
effective to stop these attacks. Attacks go on with impunity. 

2. Cost of Floating Lights at IMBL 

IMBL - International Maritime Boundary Line. One excuse both the Sri Lankan and the 
Indian governments gives is that Tamil Nadu fishermen are crossing into Sri Lankan 
waters. Despite the fact that crossing into their waters does not give Sri Lanka the right to 
shoot and kill our fishermen, fishermen had asked the Indian government to install 
floating lights at the International Maritime Boundary Line (IMBL). Indian government's 
response was that it would be too expensive. How much is the life of a Tamil Nadu 
fisherman worth to India? 

In May 2003, speaking at Mandapam on the Tamil Nadu Coast, Indian Coast Guard 
Admiral Suresh Mehta said that it would be too expensive to install floating lights on the 
entire IMBL but may be installed on critical areas. Alright, we do not need the lights all 
along IMBL. All we ask is for lights in areas like near Kachchativu where most of the Sri 
Lankan Navy attacks take place. More than 14 years have gone by since Admiral Suresh 
Mehta's speech. Where are the lights? Scores of fishermen have been killed and many 
more injured and millions of Rupees worth of fishing boats and equipment have been 
damaged. How much is the life of a Tamil Nadu fisherman worth to India? [See Chapter 
1 for number of fishermen killed.] 





3. Financial Aid to Sri Lankan Economy and Military 

Within the last ten years India had given billions of Rupees to Sri Lanka. According to a 
news report in India Times website dated July 15, 2008, "India committed 109.2 million 
dollars aid to Sri Lanka during the first five months of 2008" (it is about 4 billion Rupees 
at the currency exchange rate at that time). While giving billions of Rupees to the country 
that is shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen, India refuses to spend a fraction of 
that money to fund the installation of floating lights. [The financial aid we mention above 
was not for the rehabilitation of war-displaced Tamils. That aid was given after the war 
ended in May 2009. This aid was primarily to beef up the Sri Lankan economy as the Sri 
Lankan government spent billions of Rupees for the war.] 

India was also ready to spend money on beefing up the Sri Lankan military. In 2005 
India repaired Trincomalee Naval Base fortifications to help protect Sri Lankan Navy, the 
same navy that was attacking our fishermen. India gifted five Mi-17 helicopters to Sri 
Lankan military in 2006. India is funding the reconstruction of Palaly Air Force Base 
after the war ended in May 2009. You could install floating lights all across the IMBL 
for a fraction of that money. 

4. Money No Problem for India's Northern Defense 

Let us look at it from another angle. It was reported in August 2003 that Indian Coast 
Guard would spend 7000 crore Rupees (70 billion Rupees) in the next 5 years to buy 15 
ships. What is the purpose of these coastguard ships? To protect Indian citizens. India 
could spend a small fraction of that money to protect the lives of Tamil Nadu fishermen. 

It seems that Tamil life is not worth spending a few million Rupees. 

India's Home Minister Rajnath Singh announced that India-Pakistan border would be 
completely sealed by December 2018 by using all effective means including 
technological solutions... the deployment of cameras, sensors, radars, lasers, etc. 
(ZeeNews.India.com; October 7, 2016). It is good that India is protecting its northern 
borders with all means available at great cost. What about the Tamil Nadu fishermen? 

Are they not Indian citizens? Do they not pay taxes? Is it not your responsibility to 
protect them? You could install floating lights along the India-Sri Lanka borderline with 
a fraction of the money to be spent at the India-Pakistan border. Don't Tamil Nadu 
fishermen bleed when they are shot by Sri Lankan Navy? 
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1. Background 

Sri Lankan Navy has been shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen for over 15 years. 
In spite of repeated requests from Tamil Nadu chief ministers, Indian government had 
done nothing effective to put an end to it. In early 2007, as the number of killings 
increased, pressure mounted on the Indian government to do something the stop the 
killings. Tamil Nadu chief minister repeatedly wrote to the Indian prime minister as 
usual. Tamil Nadu political parties asked the Indian government to act. There were 
protest demonstrations demanding action. Fishermen went on a one-day strike and fast. 

As the heat was on the Indian government to do something to stop the Sri Lankan Navy, 
India's Chief of the Naval Staff (Admiral Sureesh Mehta) and Naval Officer-in-Charge of 
Tamil Nadu area (P. E. Vanhaltren) issued statements that it was not the Sri Lankan Navy 
but may be the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) or Tamil Nadu fishermen 
fighting amongst themselves and killing each other. No one in Tamil Nadu believed those 
excuses. Demand for action against the Sri Lankan Navy continued. It was under these 
circumstances the episode of a boat named Maria occurred. 

2. A Boat Named Maria 


March 29. 2007 : 





Eight Tamil Nadu fishermen were in the sea on their boat Red Sun. Suddenly two boats 
came towards them. Each boat carried about eight men. One boat had the name Maria 
painted on it. The men shot at the Tamilnadu fishermen. Three fishermen fell into the sea 
and drowned (presumed dead). Two died of injuries. The three surviving fishermen 
brought the two bodies home. Survivors told that their attackers did not wear any 
uniform. Indian Navy and Coast Guard launched an extensive air and sea search for the 
boat Maria. More ships were brought in to carry out the search for Maria. (It is 
noteworthy that, in the past 100 or so shootings where survivors accused the Sri Lankan 
Navy, no such extensive sea and air search operation was launched.) All newspapers in 
Tamil Nadu and a number of them in rest of India and Sri Lanka carried the news about 
the boat Maria and the extensive search operation by Indian Navy and Coast Guard. 

April 11. 2007 : 

Indian Coast Guard found a boat with the name Maria painted on it off Tutucorin Coast, 
Tamil Nadu. According to Indian officials the boat carrying six Sri Lankan Tamils had 
some snag and six Tamil Nadu fishermen who saw them in the sea were helping them. A 
Coast Guard vessel saw this and detained the Sri Lankan Tamils and the boat. The six Sri 
Lankan Tamils in the boat were handed over to Tamil Nadu police. The fishermen who 
survived the March 29 shooting were shown the captured boat Maria and the six Sri 
Lankan Tamils. They told police that the boat was not the one that attacked them 
(although it had the name Maria painted on it) and also the six men were not their 
attackers. So the killings of March 29 cannot be pinned on the six Sri Lankan Tamils. So 
they were held for violation of Indian Passports Act (essentially, entering Indian 
territorial waters without permission). [Tutucorin is known as Thoothukudi in Tamil.] 

April 23, 2007: 

The case was transferred to Q Branch of Tamil Nadu Police. This is the branch that 
investigates cases associated with extremist activities (including LTTE activities). Under 
Q Branch interrogation, the six Sri Lankan Tamils allegedly told them that: (1) They 
were LTTE cadres of the sea wing (The Sea Tigers). (2) They were smuggling weapons 
and ammunition for LTTE. (3) The boat Maria was the same boat that attacked (shot and 
killed) the Tamil Nadu fishermen On March 29. (4) Some other LTTE cadres were 
smuggling weapons and ammunition using Maria on that day and they shot the fishermen 
suspecting them to be spying on them. 

April 27-28, 2007 : 

Many newspapers in India and Sri Lanka carried headline news that LTTE was 
responsible for the killing of five Tamilnadu fishermen. 

3. Reality Check: An Analysis of Police Conclusions 


Let us start with the assumption that it was LTTE cadres who attacked Tamil Nadu 
fishermen on March 29 and they were in a boat painted with the name Maria. Almost all 



major newspapers in Tamil Nadu, rest of India and Sri Lanka carried the news that a boat 
named Maria was responsible for killing Tamil Nadu fishermen and an extensive Indian 
Navy and Coast Guard sea and air search for Maria was underway. So LTTE knew that 
Maria was suspect and there was a search for it. Will they send the same boat to carry on 
weapons smuggling in an area not far from where they know air and sea search 
operations are going on? Will they not at the least remove the name Maria and paint 
another name on it? What the police say does not pass the reality check. What they say 
cannot be true. It smells of framing the LTTE to absolve the Sri Lankan Navy. It can only 
be that the Indian government is framing the LTTE and absolving the Sri Lankan Navy, 
in order to remove the pressure from Tamil Nadu to act against Sri Lankan Navy for 
shooting and killing its fishermen. 

4. Eyewitness Identification 

The most important piece of evidence that clears LTTE of the killings is the statement by 
fishermen who survived the March 29 shooting. They were shown the boat and the six Sri 
Lankan Tamils detained on April 11. They told police that it was not the boat that 
attacked them on March 29. So, on what evidence, did police reach the conclusion that 
LTTE was responsible for the killing? 

5. What is the Evidence Against LTTE? 

Given the survivors' statement that the detained boat was not the one that attacked them, 
what is the basis for the police to say that it was the same boat that attacked and killed the 
fishermen on March 29? Police has only two pieces of evidence: (1) The name Maria is 
painted on the boat, (2) The six Sri Lankan Tamils in the boat tell police under 
interrogation that this was the boat that carried the men who killed the fishermen. 

Let us look at these two pieces of evidence with a critical eye: (1) Boats do not have 
unique names; a number of boats can have the same name. Anyone can paint any name 
on a boat. (2) Experts say that you can make prisoners say anything you want them to say 
under torture. Prisoners can also be induced to say things in exchange for lenient 
sentences and better prison conditions. All that the prisoners could say is that they heard 
that some LTTE cadres killed Tamil Nadu fishermen. They did not see it themselves. 

This is what is called hearsay evidence. That is, somebody heard something about a crime 
and they have no first hand knowledge of the crime (they were not there, they did not see 
it). Dictionary definition for hearsay is "unverified information acquired from another". 

In short, no impartial judge would ever convict someone of murder on the basis of 
statements made by a group of prisoners and a name painted on a boat, in spite of 
survivors' testimony that the boat that attacked them was not the same. 

6. What Could Have Happened? 

March 29 survivors' identification of the boat as one painted with the name Maria gives 
Indian government an opportunity to frame LTTE and absolve Sri Lanka Navy. India 



paints the name Maria on a boat, puts six Sri Lankan Tamils in its custody and asks them 
to sail into the sea. (There are many Sri Lankan Tamils in Indian custody.) Then the 
Indian Coast Guard arrests them in the presence of some Tamil Nadu fishermen who 
happened to be around that location at that time. The six Sri Lankan Tamils were asked to 
say that LTTE was responsible for the March 29 killings, in exchange for better prison 
conditions or reduced sentences for whatever reasons they were under custody. Or, they 
were tortured to say so. 

However, India encountered a hurdle. The surviving fishermen of the March 29 shooting 
said that the boat detained on April 11 was not the boat that attacked them. This is the 
only solid evidence in this case but it is brushed aside because it does not support Indian 
attempt to pin the killings on LTTE and absolve the Sri Lankan Navy. 

This is likely what India did. Even if what I say here in this section (Section 6) was not 
the scenario, one thing is certain. It did not happen as the police say, because of reasons 
discussed in Section 3, 4 and 5. 

7. Why Would India Frame LTTE? 

Why would India frame LTTE for the killings of Tamil Nadu fishermen? By putting the 
blame on someone other than the Sri Lankan Navy, Indian government hopes that the 
government, politicians and people of Tamil Nadu would no longer demand that India act 
sternly against the Sri Lankan Navy—something that the Indian government has been 
refusing to do for over 15 years of killings [Chapter 9]. Why else would the Indian 
government disbelieve over 100 independent, separate eyewitness reports of surviving 
fishermen saying that the Sri Lankan Navy was shooting at them, and believe the 
statement of a group of six prisoners pointing to someone else? Why else would police 
ignore the one piece of hard evidence in the case—survivor's statement that the boat in 
Indian custody was not the boat that attacked them? 

8 . Postscript 

More than five years have passed since this article was first published. This writer has not 
seen any news report that the arrested suspects were brought before court or convicted. In 
the opinion of this writer, the arrests served a useful purpose for the Indian government; 
deflect attention from the Sri Lankan Navy and the Indian government nothing effective 
to stop it. If they were, in fact, guilty why were they not convicted? 

This is not the first time that the Indian government tried to deflect attention away from 
the Sri Lankan Navy to others. Read what happened in 1997 in Chapter 8. Then also 
India tried to pint the finger at LTTE. 

LTTE lost the war in 2009 and there was no longer the Sea Tigers (LTTE naval wing). 
Even after the demise of the LTTE navy, when pressured to act against the Sri Lankan 
Navy, India tries to find other scapegoats [Chapter 2]. 
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15. 

How will Identity Cards Stop Sri Lankan Navy Shooting Tamil Nadu 

Fishermen? 

(First Published: 2009-09) 


Usha Ramanathan 

Sri Lankan navy shooting and killing Tamil Nadu fishermen is going on for a quarter of a 
century with no end in site. In spite of repeated requests from Tamilnadu state chief 
ministers, other political leaders and fishermen's associations, Indian government has 
done nothing effective to stop these killings. Shootings go on with impunity. 

To avert attention from its failure to stop the killings, Indian government and Tamil Nadu 
state government now and then make statements that the fishermen would be issued 
identification cards (ID cards) and that would end the shootings. This writer is at a loss as 
to how ID cards would end the shootings. 

How do these shootings happen? In every single instance of killing or shooting, surviving 
fishermen report that Sri Lankan navy men came in boats or ships and simply shot at 
fishermen's boats. How does having identification cards stop such shootings? Sri Lankan 
navy men do not board the fishing boats and ask for identity cards and shoot and kill 
those who do not have cards. They shoot from their naval vessels. So what is this talk 
about issuing identity cards (ID cards)? 

Occasionally Sri Lankan navy arrests some Tamil Nadu fishermen and holds them. May 
be, in those instances the ID cards may help them get released in days instead of weeks or 
months. But identity cards (ID cards) are of no help in the life and death issue of the 
shootings of our fishermen. Indian government, if it wishes, could easily stop the 
shootings but it chooses not to do anything effective. I have enumerated a few options the 
Indian government could take in Chapter 9. 

END OF BOOK 
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